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Edwin Sherin, the Director

Mr. Sherin comes to BYU from the Hartman Theatre in Stamford, Connecticut,
where he has been producing artistic director since 1980. He began his stage ca-
reer in 1957 as an actor with John Houseman's troupe at the Phoenix Theatre in
New York. Two years later, he directed his first play, John Millington Synge’s
DEIRDRE OF THESORROWS.

He became a director, Mr. Sherin said in a 1968 interview, to protect actors from
directors who have no affinil"y or empathy for actors. In 1963 he directed THE
WALL at Washington, D.C.s famed Arena Stage; he remained there unti! 1969,
staging eighteen productions. Subsequent Broadway directing assignments in- . '
clude Howard Sackler’s Tony and Pulitzer Prize winner THE GREAT WHITE HOPE with ]ames Earl
Jones, AN EVENING WITH RICHARD NIXON, 6 RMS RIV VU, FIND YOUR WAY HOME, DO YOU
TURN SOMERSAULTS?, OF MICE AND MEN, SWEET BIRD OF YOUTH, REX, ECCENTRICITIES OF
A NIGHTINGALE, FIRST MONDAY IN OCTOBER, and GOODBYE FIDEL,

Mr. Sherin has directed ten productions at the Kennedy Center, as well as works for the American
Place Theatre, the New York and American Shakespeare Festivals, the American Conservatory Theatre,
the Studio Arena Theatre, the New York City Opera, and the London West End. Additional credits in-
clude the films VALDEZ 1S COMING with Burt Lancaster, MY OLD MAN'S PLACE with William De-
Vane and Michael Moriarty, and a television production of KING LEAR. Mr. Sherin is married to actress
Jane Alexander, and is the father of four sons.

Behind the Play...
K. Codell Carter
BYU Department of Philosophy

By the late eighteenth century, free medical care was provided in large state hospitals throughout Eu-
rope. These hospitals also provided millions of subjects, living and dead, for medical students to learn
and to practice their skills on. The hospitals included maternity clinics for hoards of poor women, most
of them unmarried. In exchange for food, lodging, medical care, and the services of state foundling
homes, the women were used for training obstetricians and midwives.

But the clinics had a sinister reputation. Often as many as three women were assigned to each four-
foot-wide bed; women were sometimes issued soiled linen stained by earlier patients; many of the
patients were diseased prostitutes; the air often reeked with emanations from nearby dissecting rooms
and sewers. Worst of all, as many as thirty percent of the patients died shortly after delivery from child-
bed fever.

Doctors theorized about many possible causes of childbed fever: inadequate ventilation, improper
diet, worry, even shame. Since the disease was most frequent in the maternity clinics and since most of
the women who delivered there were unmarried, childbed fever was often regarded as direct divine retri-
bution for promiscuity.

By the middle of the nineteenth century, the world’s largest maternity clinic was the Lyving-in Division
of the Vienna General Hospital. It was divided into two sections: the first, supervised by student obstetri-
cians, and the second, by midwives. Judged by the standards of the day, the mortality rate in the Vien-
nese clinic was favorable—it averaged about seven percent. However, the horrible and inexplicable fact
was that five to six times as many women died in the section for obstetricians as in the section for mid-
wives. Naturally, the poor women of Vienna dreaded the first section and tried desperately to avoid
being admitted there.

This was the situation when Ignaz Phillip Semmelweiss was appointed as assistant physician in the
maternity clinic on July 1, 1846, his twenty-eighth birthday. His brilliant insight that childbed fever was
virtually ALWAYS caused by decaying organic matter and could be controlled by washing in liquid
chlorine, an insight that was destined to revolutionize medical theory and practice, came in the second
half of May, 1847. For further reading, see Morton Thompson's historical novel, The Cry and the Covenant,
Doubleday and Company, 1947.
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About the Play
Robert A, Nelson

Departmental Dramaturg

SEMMELWEISS, the final major work of the late Howard Sackler, author of THE GREAT WHITE
HOPE, examines the fate of the young Hungarian physician, Ignaz Phillip Semmelweiss (1818-65). Dur-
ing post-graduate studies at the Vienna General Hospital, Semmelweiss worked obsessively to discover
why so many patients in the physicians’ section of the maternity division died of puerpal sepsis, childbed
fever, while hardly any died under the hands of the midwives.

Much of Semmelweiss’ passionate search proceeded in the dissecting room, where he painstakingly
examined corpse after corpse after corpse for some clue to the source of the fatal infection. Soon—the
play compresses nineteen years into a dramatically intense fifteen months—he stumbled upon a ter-
rifying, ironic truth, He, the physician who would give life, carried on his very hands the contagion he
would destroy. He and his colleagues, who delved into cadavers during morning dissections, were poi-
soning their patients with their own contaminated hands during afternoon deliveries. The healer was
literally a mass murderer.

The horrifying recognition of his major role in this dance macabre, the personal guilt he felt for killing
countless mothers and infants, resulted in immeasurable anguish. Worst of all, like Cassandra of Greek
myth who was condemned always to speak the truth but never to be believed, he was ignored or ridicul-
ed by most of the medical community as long as he lived. Eventually he went mad, and was committed to
an insane asylum. Within two weeks he was dead.

Producing SEMMELWEISS is dangerous. First, it portrays birthing, suffering, dying—and in detailed
intensity that risks alienating even a sophisticated 1984 audience. It also risks being misunderstood be-
cause of our historical perspective. Given our many decades of safely detached hindsight, we may
myopically reduce the play to a conflict between visionary “good guys” (Semmelweiss and the few who
believe him), and mere cardboard villains (the many others who irrationally reject what seems to us so
self-evident). Finally, we may choose not to allow ourselves to experience the magnitude of Semmel-
weiss’ blinding insight in its historical context.

SEMMELWEISS raises disquieting questions about our relationship to truth. How thorough is our
own search for truth? Can we possess more of the truth than we do? Would we risk all in the name of
truth, as Semmelweiss does? Would we “stay out where the lightning can strike”? SHOULD we? How is
our attitude toward truth affected by our opinion of the bringer of truth? What if he is a self-described
“mediocrity who stumbled on the truth”? Or what if he does not seem to have what we consider to be the
necessary credentials of a revealer of truth?

Sackler provides no easy answers, but rather requires us as individuals to choose—as it must alway be.
We can ignore what another claims to be the truth, reject it, or consider it, and finally perhaps embrace it.
But each option comes only at great cost. “I leave it to you!l” Semmelweiss cries as he throws his truth to
the ground before us; “Do what you like with it!”
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SEMMELWEISS

Scene 1

Admissions: Maternity ward of the Vienna Imperial Hospital

Fall 1845
Scene 2
The Morgue
Scene 3
The Obstetrics Ward in Section 1
Scene 4
Professor Rokitansky’s Study
Scene 5
Corridor outside Section 1
Scene 6
The Obstetrics Lecture Room
Scene 7
Ward G in Section 1
Scene 8
The Botany Department in the hospital
Winter 1846
Scene 9
The Meeting Hall of the Faculty

Scene 10
The Consultation Room in the Semmelweiss home
Scene 11
The attic of the Semmelweiss home
Scene 12
Professor Skoda’s Office
Scene 13
The Semmelweiss parlor
Scene 14
A Lecture Room in the hospital
Scene 15
Corridor outside Section 1
Scene 16
The Botany Department
Scene 17
The Dissecting Room
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ing post-graduate studies at the Vienna General Hospital, Semmelweiss worked obsessively to discover
why so many patients in the physicians’ section of the maternity division died of puerpal sepsis, childbed
fever, while hardly any died under the hands of the midwives.

Much of Semmelweiss’ passionate search proceeded in the dissecting room, where he painstakingly
examined corpse after corpse after corpse for some clue to the source of the fatal infection. Soon—the
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literally a mass murderer.
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countless mothers and infants, resulted in immeasurable anguish. Worst of all, like Cassandra of Greek
myth who was condemned always to speak the truth but never to be believed, he was ignored or ridicul-
ed by most of the medical community as long as he lived. Eventually he went mad, and was committed to
an insane asylum. Within two weeks he was dead.

Producing SEMMELWEISS is dangerous. First, it portrays birthing, suffering, dying—and in detailed
intensity that risks alienating even a sophisticated 1984 audience. It also risks being misunderstood be-
cause of our historical perspective. Given our many decades of safely detached hindsight, we may
myopically reduce the play to a conflict between visionary “good guys” (Semmelweiss and the few who
believe him), and mere cardboard villains (the many others who irrationally reject what seems to us so
self-evident). Finally, we may choose not to allow ourselves to experience the magnitude of Semmel-
weiss’ blinding insight in its historical context.

SEMMELWEISS raises disquieting questions about our relationship to truth. How thorough is our
own search for truth? Can we possess more of the truth than we do? Would we risk all in the name of
truth, as Semmelweiss does? Would we “stay out where the lightning can strike”? SHOULD we? How is
our attitude toward truth affected by our opinion of the bringer of truth? What if he is a self-described
“mediocrity who stumbled on the truth”? Or what if he does not seem to have what we consider to be the
necessary credentials of a revealer of truth?

Sackler provides no easy answers, but rather requires us as individuals to choose—as it must alway be.
We can ignore what another claims to be the truth, reject it, or consider it, and finally perhaps embrace it.
But each option comes only at great cost. “I leave it to you!” Semmelweiss cries as he throws his truth to
the ground before us; “Do what you like with it!”
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